CHARLES COLEMAN FI NLEY
A DEMOCRACY OF TROLLS

"LET GO "

W ndy tugged her shoul der free from Ragweed's grip, cradling the baby
protectively between her milk-heavy breasts and the wall of the cave. "No."
"W took a vote and voted you should put the baby down."

"Mosswater is dead, so his vote doesn't count."

"That's true. Mbsswater is dead," Ragweed said flatly, remarkably unnoved by
his brother's denise. He ground his jaw so hard the big flat teeth in back
squeaked.

The sound annoyed Wndy. She turned to snap at himand saw his face darken
with a new idea.

"But the baby's dead too!" he said triunphantly. "That's why you should let go
of it."

"Let's have anot her vote."

Ragweed smi |l ed, showing off his gray, cracked teeth. "That's a idea. Al those
in favor of you putting down the dead baby?" He raised his hand. "And those
agai nst ?"

Wndy raised hers. "It's atie. Sol can do what | want."

"Hey! Wait a nonment--"

Bef ore he could protest, she stood up and | eaned forward on one | ong-arned
knuckl ed hand. The Sun had just sunk | ow enough so they could go outside
again. She left the overhung | edge of the cave, pressing past the tree and

t hrough the overgrown shrubs. Leaves wet froma night and day of rain brushed
agai nst her, and water ran in little rivulets down her back, filling the
cracks in her skin. She lifted her head into the branches to inhale the sharp
cl ean scent of the pine needles. Droplets rolled over the hard angl es of her
cheeks in place of the tears she refused to cry.

W ndy wal ked to her favorite open spot on the slope in the | ong shadow of the
mountai n's sheltering spur. Fromthere she peered over the pines into the
nmeadow bel ow, and, surrounded by shade, watched the last |ight flow out of the
val l ey. Uncheered by the dying Sun, she rocked the baby in the crook of her
nmassi ve arm

She gl anced up to the mouth of the cave. Ragweed dug in the dirt with his big
knobby fingers, then shoved his hands into his nmouth. The soil was rich in
spots where | eaves and needl es pil ed deep enough to decay and the rain sent
wornms swi mmi ng toward the surface. That had to be what Ragweed ate. W ndy
stirred the conpost with fingerlike toes and a fat red wiggly worm squirned
out. She left it alone. She had no appetite.

Ragweed turned his head in her direction, winkled his nose, and snorted.
"It's already starting to stink!"

She smelled it too. Her nose was sensitive to the scent of dead things, a main
part of her diet. She knew her baby was starting to rot even though it had
been dead |l ess than a day. "I like the way she snells! And |I'm not putting her
down! "

Ragweed shrugged, then resumed his digging.

Wndy stared at the little forlorn creature linp in her arms. She had been
such a lively baby, so adventuresome, afraid of nothing. Hardly feared
daylight at all. She used to crawl away at the first hint of darkness. So | ast
ni ght, when the rain poured down, and she crawl ed out of their crowded crack
of rock, Wndy listened to her |augh and took the chance to rub butt wth
Ragweed. She was just getting excited herself when she heard the bigtooth
lion's roar and ran out to rescue her daughter

She chased the bigtooth off at once, but by the tine she reached her little
girl it was too late. Her daughter's skull was crushed, all soft, pulpy, and
m sshapen. Like a rotten punpkin. Wndy had eaten punpki ns once, near one of
the villages of the bl ack-haired people. But now, thinking of her baby, she'd



never eat punpkins again, no matter how tasty they were.

She felt like she'd never do anything again.

The last finger of light lingered on the green face of the meadow. Ragweed
strolled over and sat down beside her. He noticed the wormtwi sting in the

| eaves, picked it up, and offered it to her. She stuck out her tongue to show
she wasn't hungry, to say no. He popped the wormin his nouth, chewed once,
and swal | owed.

"It's alnmost dark," he said. "W should go down to that turtle shell --" that
was what he called the cave that people built thenselves to live in "-- and
see if Snapper's still there.”

"\Why 2"

Ragweed shrugged. "M ght be sonething to eat."

"Those animals might try to kill us, the way they killed Msswater |ast night

when he went to warn them about the l[ion."

Ragweed scratched his head, then probed one of his nostrils with a
carrot-sized forefinger. Stirring up his brains in search of an idea, she
guessed.

"We could try to scare them away," he offered.

She had guessed right. "W've been trying to scare themaway for nonths," she
rem nded him

"That's true," he said slowy. "They're probably pretty scared by now. "

He didn't seemto notice her answering silence. She sagged on her haunches and
studi ed himthoughtfully. Ragweed was the handsomest troll she'd ever seen --
he had a beautifully shaped head that sloped back to a nice point, a brow so
thick you could hardly see his eyes beneath it, no neck to speak of, arms |ike
the trunks of trees, and a belly as round and dark as the new Mbon. Short,
bristly hairs ran down between his shoulders and into the crack of his
buttocks. Just |ooking at himused to send shivers up her spine and make her
feel all juicy inside. She'd flirted with him and he'd responded, and she was
as happy as any troll could be until she became pregnant and realized that
Ragweed was not the sharpest rock in the pile. He only | ooked smart conpared
to his brother, Mdsswater. O course, she couldn't be that nmuch smarter

Before it was tine for her baby to be born, she |l et Ragweed and Mbsswat er
persuade her to cone down out of the nountains to this stupid little valley.
Ragweed grunted. "Wien Mdsswater and | canme down here a coupl e years back, the
turtle shell didn't have Snapper in it."

"Well, this year it did!'" She'd heard the sane statenent a thousand times
before and she was tired of it. But nore than that, she wanted to bl anme
Ragweed for Mosswater's death -- Mysswater was stupid but very kind, and used
to bring sweet little slugs for her baby -- and she wanted to bl ane Ragweed
for the baby's death too. She wanted to bl ame sonebody, anybody, because if it
was sonebody else's fault, then it wasn't hers.

Ragweed rooted idly in the dirt. "I'mhungry."

W ndy sighed. She'd heard that a thousand tines as well. She stood up. Doing
anyt hi ng was better than doing nothing. "Conme on. Let's go down to the turtle
shel . Maybe they'll be scared off. Maybe we'll find sonething to eat."

He cl apped his hands. The crack echoed off the nountain walls, scattering
birds fromthe trees. "That's right!" he said. "All you need is sone food,
then you'll put that baby down."

They wal ked down the fam liar slope. They'd varied the path sone every night

| ooki ng for new sources of food, but there were only so nany ways to go.
Ragweed turned over |ogs and broke off pieces of stunps, but they were the
same | ogs and stunps he'd searched a dozen tinmes before. They hadn't seen the
carcass of so much as a dead sparrow in two weeks; it had been a nonth since
they'd found that deer before the wild dogs got to it. Ragweed paused to snack
on a nest of termites, then a bunch of grubs and crunchy hundred-|eg bugs
inside a stunp. She waited for himto stuff his face. Wen they continued on
their way, he grabbed the | ower branches of trees and chewed the | eaves off
the ends. The rain noistened themup a bit so they didn't taste so chokingly
dry. The scent enticed Wndy, but not enough to nake her eat.



They arrived at the w de neadow besi de the pond and Ragweed waded into the
water to slake his thirst. Wndy's throat was terribly parched despite the
dri ppi ngs she'd licked off the cave roof, so she followed him holding the
baby out of the water as she bent down to take a drink

Ragweed spl ashed over and rubbed his hands on her bottom

"Thhppppt!" Water sprayed out of her nouth. "Stop that!"

"Nothing to interrupt us now," he |eered.

She ignored him bending to take another sip. He reached around and squeezed
her breast.

"Yow " W ndy hopped away with a splash, bared her teeth, and smacked himwith
a backhanded swi ng.

"Hey!" he hollered. "What did | do?"

"That hurt." She turned away, sloshed out of the pond, and started her

three-1 egged gait through the woods without him Her breasts ached like a bad
tooth. They'd been | eaking all evening and she didn't know what to do. She
guessed they'd dry up in a few days, but right now she'd rather step in fire
t han have himtouch them

Ragweed hurried to catch up. They crested the chestnut ridge where they'd sat
nost nights through the [ate spring and sunmer. Msswater had been the only
one brave -- or stupid -- enough to approach the turtle shell night after
night. But he was that way. He did sonething one tine and then got stuck doing
it over and over even if it didn't work because he coul dn't think of anything
el se.

The rain-heavy breeze carried good scents. Wndy snelled the fruit ripening on
the pear trees away down the valley. Of in the direction of the sunset,
toward the river, she thought she sniffed sonething dead, maybe drowned in
yesterday's flood. Small, but still a good neal if she'd been hungry enough to
go looking for it. She turned her head the other direction toward the little
hol | ow of | and where the cave was. She snelled Mdsswater strongly above al

el se, and the faint scent of the lion, and goat's bl ood a couple days old. The
squash were ripening, and the corn, and the beans inside that little thorn
wal | . And then she smelled sonmething else ....

Ragweed caught the sane scent. "Hot diggety!" he shouted, making an

ent husi asti ¢ scooping notion with his hands before he ran down the hill
"Fresh rotten neat!"

"Be careful!" she cried out. But Snapper was dead, the one that cane out and
shouted at Mosswater and threw fire at him At |east she thought he was.
Hol di ng her baby tight to her chest, she ran after Ragweed.

Ragweed st opped beside his dead brother, whose body sprawl ed face down in the
mud. W ndy paused beside himand only then did her ears, which were better
than the average troll's, certainly nuch better than Ragweed's, detect the

hi gh- pitched crying. Wien Ragweed turned to enter the cave she tripped him
grabbi ng hold of his wist so he couldn't break his fall. As he squawked,
hitting the ground, she rushed past himand inside.

The odors hit her first. The dead man -- Snapper -- and the dead worman. There
was sonething wong with the woman's flesh. The snell of baby poop and urine
were al so strong. Wndy winkled her nose, sw veled her head around until she
saw t he woman's corpse in the corner with the baby sitting there chewi ng on
her hair. Its eyes were shut, so tired it could barely sit up straight as it
cried.

Ragweed burst through the doorway behind her. "Ho there! Save sone for ne!"
He shoved her down and she kicked at him He dodged her foot, hopping
ponderously over her outstretched | eg. She dropped her dead daughter, dove
under Ragweed's groping arns, and slid across the dirt floor on her tender
breasts to grab the crying baby first. She curled around it protectively.

"Go ahead," Ragweed said, clearly disappointed. "lIt's not nuch. Wn't fil

your belly up."

The baby continued to wail as it snuggled into Wndy's arns. It rubbed its
face around her breast until its tiny nouth closed on the hard pebble of her
nipple. It didn't have much of a suck conpared to her little girl, but then it



didn't need nuch of one either

Ragweed pi cked up the woman's hand, stuck the fingers in his nmouth, and chewed
on them After a couple crunches, he spit them out and dropped her arm "This
one's still warm but she's been sick. Qught to let her rot for a couple days.
She'll taste better with bugs in her."

W ndy winkled her flat nose again. The dead woman was this baby's nother; she
suddenly felt quite protective of her. "Go chew on Shapper then," she said.
"He's been dead | onger."

"Al'l gristle, no fat, like enough," nuttered Ragweed, but he crossed the room
W ndy caressed the baby's head. It had such beautiful black hair, disguising
its msshapen skull and lack of a brow Large -- gorgeously large -- eyes in

the painfully flat face stared right at her before they fluttered shut. The
ache in Wndy's heart eased as quickly as the soreness in her breast.

"Ack!"

Ragweed j unped back so hard he fell on his bottom He bounced up and retreated
across the roomto Wndy's side.

"What is it?" she asked.

"Go | ook for yourself! I'"mnot getting near it, not if it was a rotten nmamut
on a hot summer night and | hadn't eaten anything in ten days."

Wndy carefully cradled the suckling baby to her, took a step forward, and
then al most turned to stone. She didn't need to get any closer to see the
anber - col ored anpul es strung around the dead man's neck. They were magic,
sunlight trapped in warmice. If either one cracked accidentally it could kil

t hem bot h. She hopped backward so fast the baby lost the nipple. Its eyes flew
wi de open.

"You'll have to share it now, " Ragweed said.

W ndy kept one eye on Snapper's body as if he might |eap up and attack her

The baby stretched its neck, trying to get its mouth back on her breast.

" Share what ?"

"The live neat."

"No!" She dodged his sudden grasp, bolted out the door and into the yard. He
chased after her.

"W al ways share neat," he said.

"This isn't meat -- it's a baby!"

He sl ouched back on his haunches and | aughed. "Don't be crazy! You're just sad
because you lost your girl. You don't nmean to keep that thing."

She hadn't realized that was exactly what she nmeant to do until she heard him

say it. "I can. And | wll."

He t hunped his knuckles on his chest to frighten her. She wasn't inpressed and
frowned at himuntil he gave it up. "If that's how you feel," he said, pacing
inacircle around her, "then we'll just have to take a vote. All those in

favor of eating the live neat, raise your hand."

He threw his hand up into the air, |ooking around the way he always did at
nmeetings to see who was voting with him She ignored him and, gently as she
could, switched the baby around, so it could drink fromthe other sore and
swol | en breast.

"Al'l right then, everybody in favor of keeping the neat for a baby, raise your
hand. "

Wndy lifted hers as she | ooked down, nmaking a kissy nmouth at the child. It

st opped sucki ng | ong enough to | augh and reached up to touch her face.

"That's two against one," she said. "W win."

"It can't vote!l"

"Well, it raised its hand." She really just hoped to confuse and distract
Ragweed, because even if Mosswater was still alive and they both outvoted her
she wasn't about to give up this new baby. She reached down to tickle its
belly and saw it was a boy. "He heard you, and he raised his hand. So there."
"But --!" Ragweed sputtered off, then slammed his hands down, splattering nud
ever ywher e.

The baby jerked at the sound, but she made anot her kissy nouth and a snmoochy
sound and he giggled again. His eyelids seened very heavy as he swal |l owed gul p



after gulp.
"You aren't going to keep that thing, are you? It's an aninmal."

"I's not." He had eyes just like her darling girl, she decided. \Watever he was
-- whatever people were -- they were nore than aninmals, even if they weren't
trolls.

Ragweed circled her. "It's a maggot, that's what it is."

"He's a big strong baby." To be truthful, he wasn't big or strong. But he was
a baby and now he was her baby.

"It's a maggot. It's little, white, and it wouldn't make a nmouthful, and you
found it crawing on a dead body. Maggot, mmggot, maggot!"

"He is not a maggot!" She threw a clunp of nmud at Ragweed but it m ssed and
smacked wetly against the side of the turtle shell

"Well, it ain't a slug." Ragweed hurled a nudball back at her, with better
aim She ducked, blocking it with her free arm as he wandered over to the
garden and shoved a half-ripe gourd into his nouth. He turned over sone |eaves
near the bottoms of the plants. "Slugs have stripes," he said sullenly around
a nmout hful of pulp and seeds. "Least sone do. The tasty ones."

He grazed through the garden without offering anything to her. Wndy rocked
her massive forearmuntil the baby fell sleep. After a while she rose and ate
alittle also. Her hunger had returned. "What are you going to do about
Mosswat er ?" she asked.

Ragweed | ooked up at the sky. It was getting late. He shrugged. "Thought 1'd
drag himback up to our cave, shove himin the back."

"Maybe tonmorrow night?" Wndy hated this time of year, when the nights were
too short and too warm wi t hout enough tinme to do anything but eat.

Ragweed knuckl e-wal ked over to his brother's corpse. "I don't want to cone
back here tonorrow "

"Maybe we could put himin the turtle shell with Snapper.”

"Huh." Ragweed poked the dead body. "W could do that."

Wndy felt so relieved she paused to enpty her bladder. She didn't want to
cone back here tonorrow night either. She hel ped Ragweed drag and push
Mosswat er' s body through the narrow doorway. While Ragweed laid his brother in
the corner farthest fromthe door and wi ndow, she picked up her daughter and
pl aced her beside the dead wonan. She tucked the hand with the m ssing fingers
under the little girl, and draped the other arm across her body. She carefully
avoi ded Snapper's body.

Ragweed waited in the doorway. "You done?"

She nodded and wal ked outside with him He stood upright on his hind | egs and
craned his neck around, |ooking for stones. "Let's seal up the whol e cave,"”
she said.

"Wth what ?"

She waved her hand at the nounds of wood and thorn that surrounded the little
cottage. He grunted and set to work. Wndy noved the smaller pieces for fear
of disturbing the baby, slight though he felt in her arns. They filled in the
little hole and the big hole, and heaped nounds around the walls. W ndy
scooped up clunps of nmud with her free hand and packed it in tight around the
hol es. When they finished, Ragweed wal ked around it, lifting his leg and
spraying. The scent would scare off scavengers and protect their dead.

"Now we have to hurry if we aren't going to get caught out in the Sun," he

sai d.

She | ooked up. He was right. They raced across the high ridge and she could
snell dawn in the air. They halted briefly in the meadow to drink fromthe
swol I en pond and she noticed the lion's scent. It too had been here to drink
in the night. She decided to blane it for her daughter's death. Then she

| ooked at the child she held.

It's going to be all right, she told herself. Ragweed will |et nme keep the
baby. They would return to the nountains anong the hot springs and the good
snel |l of sulfur, away fromall the people. Things would be just like they were
bef ore.

"We should |l eave this valley," she said. She thought about her own nother. "W



shoul d go hone. "

"Not until the pears get ripe," said Ragweed, pushing aside the brush in his
hurry to hide. He squeezed his huge bul k through the narrow crack, then rolled
over on his back and rubbed his big round belly. "The trees full of pears and
nobody to eat thembut us. | don't want to miss that! They won't be eating any
pears back hore."

"That's a long tine fromnow," she said, squeezing in after him "Wat are we
going to eat until then?"

He bared his teeth in a half-grin. "I don't know about you, but I'm hungry for
alittle maggot."

She turned her back to himand w apped her arns around the sl eeping child.
"YOU AREN' T going to keep it, are you?"

"Hm not it, nmother," Wndy answered through a nmouth full of blueberries. Her
| arge fingers circled the branches, scooping off another bunch of ripe fruit
whi l e her nmother did the sane beside her. The older troll's downy white hair
contrasted sharply with her gray skin in the nmoonlight. "And yes," Wndy said,
"I amgoing to keep him"

"We'd heard tales, from Crash, when he went down into the people valleys |ast
year, but | didn't believe him And then you finally return with it." She

f r owned.

W ndy | ooked across the bog. Her little boy played in the scrub grass with two
little girls his own age but twice his size. Sonmetinmes she scarcely believed
it herself.

"Four winters, five sumers," her nother said, reproach in her voice. "It's a
long time to be away, even if you were ashaned."

"“I''mnot ashaned." She shoved the blueberries in her nouth and chewed. "W
were going to cone back that first winter, but the baby --"

"Maggot, " her nother interrupted.

She swal | owed. "That's what Ragweed calls him™"

"I know. He's been telling everyone, but we'd already heard it from Crash. So
what do you call it?"

W ndy had called the baby by her daughter's nane for nearly a year but the boy
never answered to it, maybe because she only whispered it to himin his sleep
And then Ragweed call ed hi m Maggot so often that it was the only nane her boy
responded to. She sighed. "Mggot."

Her nmot her nade a runmbling humin her throat. She plucked the berries off the
branches one by one, filling her cupped hand. "Forty-one, forty-two,
forty-three for a handful. | can still count higher than anyone el se. And
faster too. Heh! So that first w nter?"

"Terrible." Wndy wanted to explain how she tried to | eave Ragweed but
couldn't, how there was never a good tine to sneak away, not so he woul dn't
notice. "It was terrible."

"\Why 2"

"Before winter even, the baby grew so cold. His skin turned all blue at

ni ght." She shivered. That wi nter bl oomed into another sumer before she found
the courage to take her frail child anong the icy peaks, and while they hunted
food night to night and fattened up again, that sumer rotted into winter, and
before she knew it four years had passed by as swift as m dsunmer nights. "So
we stayed down in the warner valleys."

"You should have let it die."

"H m nother."

“"No. It."

O her trolls hul ked through the bl ueberry patches, eating steadily w thout
talking, filling their bellies while the darkness |lasted. The children strayed

farther away in their play. Maggot was a delicate child, his skin so thin she
could practically see through it. The risks he took could stop her heart. She
foll owed after them conveniently escaping the prick of her nother's comrents.
A rock outcropping capped the slope. Wndy waded free of the blueberry patch
and went to sit by the stones. "Talking with the stupid dead" they called it,
because the stories said that these rocks were trolls that et thensel ves get



caught out in the Sun. The best thing about the stupid dead, W ndy thought,
was that their m stake was al ways worse than yours.

"Hi, stupid,” Wndy said, patting the rock as she sat.

Di stant nountains formed walls on either side of the high plain and the dark
sky, close enough to touch, gave it a conforting cavelike roof. Bringing her
son up here for the first tine brought back all the nenories of her own happy
chi l dhood: the bl eak beauty of long winter nights -- her favorite season

bef ore she becanme a nother -- when clusters of the bitter berries on nountain
ash gl eamed bright against the white skin of w ndswept snow, the scents of

r hododendr ons bl oom ng under slivered spring noons, |laurel at mnidsunmer;

huckl eberries, blueberries, teaberries, and cranberries, each in its season
as many as she could ever eat; fogs so dense she could open her nmouth and
drink water straight out of the air, with unexpected frosts even in the sunmer
that cool ed her toes while she foraged. She hadn't realized how nmuch she

m ssed the snmell of bobcat spray until she cane up here and caught a whiff of
it again tonight.

Maggot played with the girls on the slope bel ow the bl ueberry bushes al ong the
edge of the bogs where cranberries grew and the grasses turned al
shadowtipped in autum. W ndy | ooked beyond him A herd of giant elk grazed
about a mle away, their wide flat antlers rising and falling in silhouette
agai nst the sky. She counted seventeen el k before their heads jerked up in

uni son and they darted away. Leaning forward, she saw a dyrewolf bolt out of
the grasses where the el k had been

Dyrewol ves hunted in packs. Were there was one, there were nore. "Mggot,"
Wndy said. She didn't speak loudly. Her son's ears were as powerful as a
troll's eyes.

He stopped playing and waved to her. The two girls | ooked up the hill

confused by his actions.

"Stay close by," she said, for his ears only. "There are dyrewol ves hunting."
He smacked his lips with a nod of his head, as if he already knew. Then he put
his hands to his nouth. "Aw oooooooo!"

It sounded enough like a dyrewolf's cry to send a chill up her spine. He could
m m c al nost anyt hing. She saw his head turn first, and then the girls'. Wen
she followed their eyes and concentrated, she heard, faintly, the dyrewolf
howling in return. "Stay close!" she shouted at the top of her voice.

He waved to her again and she felt better. After that the girls pretended they
were scared, running away as he how ed like a dyrewlf and chased them The
sight of himand the sharp faint shriek of their |aughter made Wndy smle.
But she remai ned wary. A pack of dyrewolves could bring dowmn a solitary
full-grown troll. Her son was so nuch snmaller and weaker than the other
trolls.

On the steep edge of the slope a stunted grove of red cedars | eaned away from
the constant wind. When the girls ran in that direction, foll owed by Maggot,
hi s shoul der-1ength hair whipped by the hard breeze, Wndy was relieved. She
could sniff the air and not snmell wolves or other dangers in it.

Wndy sniffed again, taking in the scent of the trees. Down in the valleys the
red cedars reached great heights, but here the tallest barely overtopped a
full-grown troll, although, thinking about it, that still made themthe
tallest plant around. But they were tw sted and deformed by the unrelenting
pressure of the constant wi nd, the west face naked and all their tattered
branches stretching east. On bad nights, the gusts could tunble trolls and
send themrolling across the bog.

W ndy watched her son, his pale skin lunminous in the partial moonlight. Her
son was also a creature fromthe valleys. She wondered what it would do to him
to grow up here in troll country, whether he'd end up deformed in sone way

i ke the cedars.

Her not her clinbed the rocks, sat down beside her, and pointed to the trees.
"Do you know what those | ook |ike?"

Atrollbird settled on Wndy's back and began picking nits off her skin. She
stayed still not to disturb it. "They snell like the big cedars that grow



farther down the slopes. | was just thinking about that."
"No, that's not it." Her nother stretched out a long arm grabbed the branch
of a blueberry bush, and collected nore of the juicy blue-black fruit. "They

ook like the killing | eaves."

Wndy didn't know what her nother nmeant. "Killing | eaves?"

"Once, there were many nore trolls than there are now Some of us lived in the
sout hern nountains then. When I was a young girl, | did." Wndy had heard al

this before, and didn't care nuch for her nother's chil dhood stories. "There
were peopl e, blackhairs, also living in the southern nmountains then. Too nany
to count or chase away, but they left us alone and we avoi ded them Then ot her
peopl e noved in, just |like those who noved into the |ower valleys here. The
two groups gathered together, against each other, in these big packs. Like
dyrewol ves on the one side and the little bigtooth lions on the other."

W ndy had never heard this story before. The trollbird skittered between her
shoul der bl ades. Her skin twtched.

"The two packs, they had these killing | eaves," her nother made a three-sided
shape with her fingers, "big ones, one |eaf on each tree. They carried them
So we crept down out of the nobuntains to see them One norning, before the Sun
cane up, there were all these horns blowing. W hid in our caves all that day
but we couldn't sleep because we knew sonethi ng was wong. When we cane back
to the field that night, it was littered with carrion. Mre dead nen than
there are berries on these bushes, the snell so thick it nade your stomach
swell, like to bursting. And the killing | eaves in tatters, shredded, |ying
this way and that, pieces shaking in the wind." She pointed to the cedars.
"They | ooked just |ike those trees.”

W ndy wi shed she'd never heard this story. "So?"

"Peopl e," her nother ained her finger at Maggot, rolling around with the
girls, "did that. Afterward, the w nners--the newconers--came into the high
reaches and hunted us. W noved north, and once again nmen entered the | ow

val  eys, and once again hunt us. They killed Msswater, who was a fine trol

al nost ready to father children.”

" goo"

Her nmother's face tightened into a sharp knot. "So? You bring one to live
anong us. It's wong. It should be destroyed."

"No!" Wndy rose abruptly with her fists clenched. The trollbird whistled and
flew off into the night.

Her nother stared at her, as cold as ice. She was the First of the band after
many votes, its leader. "You listen to me. You need to get rid of that animal.
Then you need to have another child, and by darkness and dew, |let us hope it's
a boy who can breed with those young girls down there as soon as they're big
enough. "

" Mot her --"

"I"mnot done yet!" Wndy tensed, but her nother kept on speaking. "Qur people
have few children and we grow fewer each year. There were fifty-three in our
band when you were a baby, and before that there were seventy-one at one tine.
Seventy-one! How many do you see now?"

Wndy couldn't help herself. She lifted her head and counted. Ragweed and
seven others, nostly nmen, down where the blueberries were thickest, another
group of ten over on the next hill, and little clusters of two and three
scattered in between. Maggot and the two girls. Her and her nother
"Thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four. Thirty-four."

"Thirty-three," corrected her nother.

"That's not a fair question. Frosty took her band and noved away, and--"

"Because the people noved in! They eat all our food and kill us and hunt us
away! " The anger faded out of her nother's voice, replaced by weariness. "I
see the nights of all trolls drying up, like dew beneath a Sun that never

sets." As Wndy watched her nother's face intently, understanding for a noment
her sense of loss, the old troll chuckled. "Look! The children are playing
catch the snake. You |l oved that gane when you were a little girl."

The two girls were running, tossing a snake back and forth between them



Maggot chased after, grabbing at it, as the girls threwit to each other over
hi s head.

W ndy | aughed too. It was a good-sized serpent--tw, maybe three feet |ong--
with its mouth wi de open and fangs snapping at the children's arms. Rocky and
Bl ossomwere good girls. Wndy was so glad Maggot finally had someone his own
age to play wth.

The snake twined in the air, looping itself in an echo of the crisscross
pattern marking its back--the kind that caused sickness if it bit, which nmade
the gane nore fun. The risk was snmall because a fast bite couldn't break a
troll's skin and if the snake fastened on an armand bit slowy, there was

al ways plenty of tinme to grab the head and pull it off it. Wndy renmenbered
one tine...

Maggot! "No!"

She drunmed a short warning on her chest and ran down the slope. Al three
children froze in fear, and the snake twisted in Blossonis hand, biting down
sharply on her arm "OmM"

"I"ve got it," cried Maggot. He grabbed it behind the head and pulled it off.
Wndy faltered, then lunged forward. Maggot held the snake up toward her, its
long length squirmng and twi sting around. He kept his grip onit for a
second, then let go, and hopped out of the way. Its head turned to strike at
himjust as Wndy's foot cane down, smashing it into the ground.

"I caught it eight tines," said Rocky, smling.

"But | caught it eleven!" screamed Bl ossom

"But you dropped it four tinmes," Miggot said, "and Rocky picked it up again,
and she didn't mss any catches.”

W ndy patted himon the head. "But Bl ossom caught it nore tines, so she wns
the gane." The snake squirmed frantically in the soft ground beneath her foot.
"But if you take away the tines she dropped it, then Rocky w ns," Mggot

i nsi st ed.

W ndy winkled her thick brow and started unfol ding her fingers. Eleven
catches, then one, two, three, four drops, that was fifteen. The snake
struggl ed harder so she arched the front part of her foot. When the head
squeezed out between her toes, she crossed them and snapped its neck. She
lifted the Iinp snake with her foot to her hand, then offered it to her

not her.

"We found it," Rocky conpl ai ned.

"It's our food," said Bl ossom

"You shoul d have eaten it while you had the chance then," said Wndy's nother
as she took it and bit off half. The bones crunched in her jaw. Wth a w nk,
she tossed the other half to the girls. Maggot snatched it first and |led them
on a chase for it. After she swall owed, she | ooked up at Wndy. "You can't buy
my vote with fresh neat, you know. "

"I wasn't trying to."

"Leastway, not that little bit." Her eyes grew wistful. "Now a nice bit of
rotting carrion --"
"You'll vote however you think best."

"I"ve already tal ked with Ragweed, and he's gathering up votes ampong the nen.
W' || have enough to exclude it--Mggot- -fromthe band."

"We'|| |eave then," said Wndy.

"Not you, just it."

"\What ever you vote for him you vote for me. You vote to kill him you'll have
to kill me first. He's ny son.™

"He could end up carrion,” her nother said. "Maybe he'll have an accident.

Yes, that coul d happen. Then you could have nore children. W have too few
children."

Wndy didn't say anything. She noticed the men noving off to the east. The
worren pounded on the ground and the girls came running. Maggot followed them
until Wndy beat her knuckles into the sod and told him "Stay."

He sprinted to her side. "Wat is it, MnP"

"Stay with ne."



"But Mom"

She bared her teeth and he qui eted down, clanbering up her outstretched armto
cling around her shoul der. Sonetimes she recalled the way her daughter's
fingers and toes dug into her winkles and under the cracks in her skin, but
she'd grown accustonmed to the way Maggot scooted up the outside. She searched
t hrough the blueberries until she found his skin, sone strange-smnelling thing
t hey had scavenged from people, and handed it to him He wapped it over his
back.

Her not her | ooked at her in disgust. "Ughh! Wiy do you carry that stinking

t hi ng?"

"Maggot'd be cold without it."

"Then let himbe cold. Let himdie."

Bef ore Wndy coul d answer, Maggot |aughed. "But Grandma! | don't want to die.
You're silly."

She grunted and noved of f. They needed to be safely underground before the Sun
rose to blind and i nmobilize them

"Mom " said Maggot, "I want to wal k."

"No dear, we're in a hurry." They had lingered alnost too long, lethargic in
the sumrer heat. Even so trolls noved quickly when the scent of dawn
electrified the air and there was no way Maggot could keep up with the others
over this rough terrain for long. She'd |l earned that the hard way these | ast
few years. Only because of Maggot's recent increase in size and speed had she
finally relented and | et Ragweed | ead her back to troll country.

"But Mom | want to talk to the other kids."

"I"ll catch up with them™

When she did, the girls' nothers scow ed at her, their brow ridges saggi ng
like tree branches covered with ice. Wndy tried to find words to ease their
di sapproval, but they ignored her. She | apsed once nore into the canyon of
silence that had first appeared between her and Ragweed. Wi spers and gi ggl es
told her that the girls would not be stifled by the awkwardness of the ol der
worren.

Rocky was the first to run along at her heels. "Hey there, baby," she taunted
Maggot . "Baby riding on your mama's neck."

"Baby, baby, baby," cried Bl ossom "Watch out! There's a snhake crawling on
your back!" She junped up and tried to snatch away Maggot's skin, but m ssed,
di ssolving in | aughter

Wndy couldn't see Maggot's expression, but his grip tightened on her and she
snelled his uncertainty. "One time, down-down-down," he stuttered, talking to
the girls, "in the valleys by the big people caves, we'd been out hunting for
food all night and we found a nice big dead hunmpback. "

"A whol e hunmpback?" asked Rocky eagerly.

"Yeah, and Ragweed ate soooo much, he got really tired, and he fell asleep
and | put ny skin over his face, so he wouldn't know that it was getting |ight
out, and then, when the Sun canme up, he'd turn into stone."

"No you didn't," said Bl ossom

"Did too!"

"He's not a bunch of stones," argued Rocky.

"No. Momtook the blanket off his head and woke himup."

Wndy smled. That's exactly what she did do, every single time Maggot played
that trick on Ragweed. As the children continued to talk, she admired the way
Maggot stopped the teasing by distracting the girls. Then, |ike darkness
failing after a flash of light, she realized that Maggot was taunting them
back, reminding themthat he'd been all sorts of places they never had. For
the first time it occurred to her that he was already smarter than she was --
if you counted backward from el even, take away four, that was seven. Less than
eight. He was at least five or six years old, big enough to live on his own.
She' d done everything she could, taught himhow to find carrion and ot her
food, howto dig and clinmb, and all about the history and custons of her
peopl e. He sucked all of it inlike a lake drinking up a river. But the one
thing she couldn't do was make hi m grow any bi gger, any faster



Reachi ng up, she took hold of Maggot and swung hi mdown to the ground. "Go on
then," she said, picking up his people-skin as it fell.

"Thanks, Mom" Hi s face beaned at her like the Moon, so bright she al nost had
to shield her eyes, and then he took off running beside the girls as fast as
his little legs could carry him He |ooked funny nmoving upright on his two
feet and swinging his arms even though they didn't touch the ground. The girls
sl owed down a bit to match his pace.

"He's a freak," hissed her nother, slipping up beside her. "An aninal."

W ndy's gaze never strayed fromhim "Whatever you want to call him he's
still my son."

They trotted steadily downhill for several miles along a trail that offered
glinpses of the river valley far bel ow and a constant view of the nountains in
the distant west. They were al nost done when Maggot ran up and tugged at her
hand. "Mom [I'mtired."
"Here, 1'll carry you." She held out her armand he tugged on it again, but
didn't clinb up. If he was too tired to clinb, then he was exhausted. She
lifted himand draped hi mover her shoulder. He clung to her neck, tw ning and
| ocki ng hi s hands together

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked.

"To spend the day in caves, at the bottom of these cliffs."

"What cl --"

The word dropped off in mdair as they cane to the top of a steep wall of rock
ni ne hundred feet high

"Ww. " He said that last so quietly she felt only the air of it stirring

agai nst her neck.

A trail wound back and forth down the cliff's face. The older trolls descended
qui ckly, digging their toes and fingers in the rock for vertical shortcuts in
t he places where the rock all owed. Those who | eft the bl ueberry patches
earliest were already at the bottom when Wndy began her clinb, pressed

agai nst the wall of stone. "Hold on tight," she told Maggot.

He smacked his lips for yes, rubbing his forehead agai nst the back of her neck
as he squeezed tight.

She took the easiest path down this wall sacred to the trolls. The story her
nmot her told was that the trolls were born underground, of the Earth itself, in
t he deep caves when all the world was covered with snow, living in the water
and eating the fish and bugs that swamthere. Mst believed that the caves at
the bottomof this cliff were the ones that trolls energed from like infants
fromtheir nother's wonb, when they cane out into the wi der world.

W ndy wondered about the story as she made her way down the trail. It was too
dry a place to live and few things swamin the cavern waters. The redwal |l and
t he nmount ai ns beyond it held back the clouds in the sky so that al nost no rain
fell here. But it was still a safe place: the caverns stretched back for mles
beneat h t he mountains, so deep that no people or other predators could ever
find themthere. Al the things that trolls had ever stolen from people were
stored there, in hordes cached in such odd coners that some of them had not
been counted in a span of lifetines.

"Hey, Mom" said Maggot.

"Yes?"

"Hey, Mom"

"Yes?"

"Hey, Mom | ook at that."

"Look at what?" asked Wndy, face against the stone, as her feet reached out
to find the next toehold.

"The girls're daring ne to join them Can I?"

She twi sted her head around to see them The girls were showi ng off, getting

back at himfor his adventures by clinbing straight dowmn the wall. Every young
troll did that at |east once, usually about the tinme they were as big as the
girls. But Maggot was not every young troll. "No," Wndy said firmy. "You

can't do that."



"Aw, Mom" he said, but he didn't budge.

"You're a good boy."

"I"'mnot a boy. |I'malnost old enough to be a grownup, even though |I'm as
small as a baby. That's why G andna wants to nme to die and all the other
grown-ups want ne to go away."

Sonething as big as a rock caught in her throat. "Wat do you think about
t hat ?"

"I tell themyou won't |et anything hurt me.’
"' Cause you don't."

The burden on her shoul ders grew heavi er as she continued her downward trek
The air around her changed, charged with the tingling feel of daybreak. Wen
she reached the bottom of the slope, she | ooked up and saw the Sun shi ni ng
high on the very top of the cliff face. The wall had | ost the blue-gray tones
of night and turned into startling shades of red and orange, streaked wth
white near the very top. It glowed like fire.

Then she noticed the two girls. They'd al so seen the |ight, before she did,
and they'd frozen in a spot sonme fifty or sixty feet up the wall, one above

t he ot her.

"Come on down!" she yelled at them "Hurry!"

"I can't!" cried one. The other just cried.

Their nothers had noticed them m ssing al so and paused on the trail down to
the caves. Blossonmis nother, Laurel, shouted to the other trolls, calling for
hel p. Wndy didn't know her too well, but she'd been friends as a child with
Rocky's nother, Bones. Bones ran to Wndy's side and called up at the girls.
"Come on down! The mouth of day is chasing you!"

And indeed it was. The Sun trickled down the face of the rock and the night at
the bottomgrew thin, an insufficient darkness. Wndy paced nervously.

Bones tried to scale the cliff but the | ower reaches were clinbed over. The
rocks were | oose and dusty, and the slope of debris nmore difficult to clinb
than the bare rock farther up. It couldn't support the weight of a full-grown
troll. She was no nore than twenty feet up when the rock gave way underneath
her and she slid down in a shower of gravel and stone.

"Don't look up!™ Wndy yelled to the girls, but it was hopel ess. Their eyes
were fixed on the sky as the teeth of the Sun closed already over all the
uneven upper reaches of rock. Her heart pounded rapidly with worry, but when
she turned to the other trolls she found them arguing.

"Someone needs to go up the trail and clinb out across to them" said one of
ol der males, a big troll named Stunp.

"And get caught in the Sun?" soneone answered. "Not likely!"

"Leave 'emthere," offered soneone else. "They'll come down before the Sun
reaches them"

"What if they don't?" asked Bl ossonml s nother, Laurel

"Let them junp," said Ragweed. He'd been blunting his compassi on on Maggot for
years.

"We can't leave them" Wndy's nother's deep voi ce overpowered the others.
"Those girls are inportant to the band."

"Let's vote," said Stunp.

"Fine! All those in favor of trying to rescue ....
By the time they decided as a group to get sonmething done, it'd be too |late.
W ndy knew they'd have to act now but she didn't know what to do.

Maggot stirred on her shoul der. "Wat's wong, MnP"

"The girls are caught up there. If the sunlight reaches them they' Il fal

asl eep and drop. Even if they could hold on, the Sun would shrivel themup."
Rocky's not her ripped away huge chunks of friant rock in a frantic effort to

He nuzzled his face agai nst her.

carve footholds in the stone. Wndy stood below her. "If the girls fall," she
prom sed, "I'll catch them |I'mright here with you."

"Thank you," Bones said. Her feet slipped before she'd clinbed twi ce her

hei ght .

W ndy braced and caught her. The inpact knocked her backward and she felt
Maggot's weight slip fromher shoulder and roll free. That was sonething



they'd practiced. If she ever fell on him he'd be crushed. She extricated
hersel f from Bones and | ooked around to nake sure that he was all right. Wen
she didn't see him she started turning over rocks.

"Maggot! Where are you?"

"He's up there.”

Wndy lifted her head and saw himhalfway to the girls, spidering up the
cliff. The skin wapped around his neck gave himthat hairy appearance. She
junped after him but Bones grabbed her. "Don't! You can't nake it. You'l
fall."

"But he doesn't know how to clinb a wall that high!"

"Could fool me."

W ndy held her breath. Maggot reached a tough spot and crossed horizontally
until he found anot her handhol d above him He did everything just like she
trained him keeping three feet on the wall at all tinmes. If anything happened
to him....

Along the trail to the cave, the other trolls finally voted to rescue the
girls, with her nother |eading the vote. But no one volunteered to go get them
except Stunp, and her nother thought Stunp was too heavy and wanted someone
el se to make the clinb. So now they were proceeding to another vote.

W ndy shook her head and | ooked hel pl essly above her as Maggot overt ook

Bl ossom and began tal king to her. He put his hand over her face and it was

enough to break the Sun spell. She resuned her journey down, keeping her eyes
on the ground the whole tine.
Bones caught her off the wall and hugged her. "I was so scared!" Bl ossom said,

tears pouring down her face, and then she squirned away fromthemto go find
her not her.

H gher up on the cliff, Rocky woul dn't budge. Maggot tal ked to her, W ndy
could see that nuch. He pointed down but Rocky refused to turn her head. He
tried to cover her eyes and she shook her head free.

"She'll conme down any nmoment now," Wndy said soothingly, eyeing the slow
advance of sunlight down the stone. Mst of the trolls had headed off for the
caverns without waiting to see if the other girl could be saved.

Bones chewed on her knuckles. "She's so timd, so nuch nore timd. | don't
know if she'll make it."

Wndy's nmother and Stunp joined themat the base of the wall. Stunp paused
briefly to | ook up at the two nmotionless figures. "Looks like | still have two
to rescue after all. | better hurry."

He headed up an older trail -- a dead end that Wndy had forgotten -that would

take him near their position. Wndy watched hi m make his way up, wi shing she'd
t hought to try that way herself, when she heard her friend gasp. She craned
her neck around just in tine to see Maggot slip. She screaned, but he pressed
himsel f flat and found another foothold some ten feet farther down. "What
happened?"

Bones covered her nouth. "She hit him"

"OfF course she did," said Wndy's nother. "The stupid boy threw that nasty
skin over her face!"

W ndy noticed her nmother's choice of the word boy, but didn't comment. " Cone
down!" she cried up at her son. "Cone down now "

He ignored her and inched his way back up the rock. Stunp was at the proper
hei ght on the trail, but he had a hundred foot horizontal clinb to reach them
As he began his sl ow way across, Maggot started yanki ng on Rocky's feet.

"He's going to pull her down," gasped the girl's nother. "Stop! Stop! Wait for
Stunp! "

"I don't think that's what he's doing," whispered Wndy, not quite sure
hersel f what he did attenpt. Although the skin covered her eyes, Rocky stil
woul dn't nove.

"Hold on!" shouted Stunp. "I'm al nost there!"

But he wasn't close at all, having reached a spot where his toes could find no
hol d. Wndy's nother tugged at her arm The whol e eastern sky gl owed orange
above the rimof the nountains. "Cone!" she said, her voice as hard as



granite. "W saved one girl and we nust go down to the caverns. At once!"
"Wait," inplored Wndy.

The deep shadows of the canyon barely shaded them and she too felt the

conpel ling need to run, but then Maggot's plan worked. He took Rocky's foot
and put it in a lower toehold for her. She shifted her weight dowmn to it and
the spell was broken

Slowy at first, then nmore quickly, they canme clinbing, sliding down the rock
face. Stunp call ed encouragenent on his own speedy descent to the trail. The
children were hal fway down when a peregrine falcon, flying out of the Sun
dived at themcuriously. Wth the day fear on her, Wndy expected themto be
di sl odged by the plumeting bird but they didn't even notice it before it
veered away.

"Come on, you're alnmost here," call ed Bones.

Rocky pulled the skin off her face, letting it flutter to the ground as she
scanpered down the |ast part of the slope and into her nmother's arms. Bones
swung her daughter up on her back, and hurried off with Wndy's not her down
the trail for the caves. Wndy backed away, under the trees between the cliff

and river where night still lingered. "Keep coming, Maggot! I'mright here for
you!"

Hs little spider arms and | egs trenbled as he noved cautiously fromhold to
hold. Stunmp slowed in his dash down the trail. "Your son's a good troll," he
sai d as he passed W ndy.

"Thanks," she answered, |ooking up at the frail little figure clinging two
dozen feet up the wall. He fell.

She lunged forward to catch him cradling himin her arns and huggi ng hi m
tight to still his shaking. The skin on his chest and under his arnms and on

his thighs was scraped raw. His fingers and his toes were bleeding, and his
teeth chattered. She picked up his skin and covered himas she hurried toward
t he refuge of darkness.

"W saved them didn't we?" he said proudly.

"Yes we did," she whispered, in the voice that was just for him

"You're a good troll."

"I"'mthe best troll. Even Stunp's not as good as ne."

Her nmother waited for them frowning, just inside the cave. The gray old trol
took one | ook at them and yawned. "I suppose it's too late today to call for
any votes. Let's wait and see what sunset brings." Wndy smacked her lips in
agr eenent .

"But you let go of Ragweed. He mates with sonmeone el se.”

Wndy lifted her head, smacking her |lips again, relieved. Wien her nother
snorted and noved off into the deeper dark, she rocked Maggot in her arns.
"I"mnever going to let go of you again, you hear ne?" she whi spered.

He | aughed at her and struggled to get |oose.

THE ROAR OF the waterfall filled Wndy's ears even though she was still too
far awmay to see it. She paused in the bluish night, scratched her broad nose,
and breathed in the faint, distant mist. The tang of spruce and hem | ock
needl es nmi xed with dozens of smaller, nearer fragrances but she didn't snell
the single scent she sought. Somewhere along the way she'd | ost track of
Maggot .

He' d been gone two whol e nights. True, he was old enough to take care of

hi nsel f now, but she fretted when he di sappeared in the daylight. She wanted
to stop himand knew that she couldn't.

She continued on toward the Bl ackwater Falls, her back and shoul ders achi ng.
It didn't help that she'd searched for himso | ong yesternight, she'd been
forced to dig under the roots of a wi ndblown tree at dayrise. A whole day

sl eepi ng hunched up Iike that was enough to nake any troll sore. Her stomach
grow ed as she wal ked, rem nding her that all she'd eaten in nore than a night
were the few nmouthfuls of rmushroons she sniffed out anong the decaying roots.
It had been a hard season, with a late frost that killed off nost of the

bl ossonms followed by a dry sunmer that withered up the surviving fruit. For
the past few years there'd been fewer aninmals comng through the hi gh passes



and precious little carrion. The dyrewl ves and lions and great birds al
fought over the scraps, so the only way a troll got a decent bit of neat was
to stunble on it first. She'd said as nuch to Maggot, and he told her he had
an idea and would catch up with her. Now he'd been gone for two whol e nights.
If his plan was stealing sonething fromthe wolves, he'd end up carrion

hi nmsel f.

She sniffed the air again.

He had promised to neet her at the falls. Maybe he waited for her there, his
scent lost in the mst. She hurried on, passing through a grove of cherry

trees that had given up their fruit -- what little there was -- nmonths ago, in
the spring. It was still enough to make her nouth water. There were nmaples
beyond them the leaves turned crisp with the fall. She found one sprayed with

an unfam liar odor and paused to lick at the stain. It didn't taste fresh, but
it wasn't that old either. In either case, it neant sone young nale trol
marking his territory, eager to prove hinself. One nore danger for Maggot.

If Frosty's band was around here, then courtesy required her to |l et them know
that she was com ng. Wndy reared up and pounded out a greeting high on her
chest, a sound so deep it nmade the air trenble a mle or nore away. Bum ha-
da-dura-dura. "A stranger, but a friend," the rhythmsaid to those who

l'i stened.

Not wholly a stranger, in truth, since she and Maggot had passed this way
before. But not part of the band either.

Not part of any band.

For too many years, she and Maggot had been rootl ess, bl own about from pl ace
to place like leaves in a storm But she wouldn't have it any other way if it
meant | osi ng her son.

She repeated the greeting and sat down. Wile she waited for an answer, she

pi cked through the I ong grasses and fallen | eaves | ooking for sonething to
eat. She found nothing and heard no answer so she continued on her way. Wth
all the thunder fromthe waterfalls, she doubted anyone heard her

The gi bbous Moon sat at zenith, flooding the |andscape with pale, colorless
l[ight. Not a good night to be out. The panic it caused her was subsunmed by her
worry for Maggot and the hunger in her belly. The thick canopy of the trees
soot hed her, but when she reached the rocky, open area around the falls, the
light hurt her eyes even if it didn't blind her

The water dropped sixty feet, half in a single sudden plunge. Flowers of spray
bl ossomed off the dark black rocks. Hal fway down the falls, a triangular |edge
jutted out at an angle, broad on the left end and bl ending into the straight
drop on the right. The nusic of the water changed as it poured over this
surface to crash among the junbl ed boul ders.

Unappeti zing ferns and vines covered the hillside belowthe tall spruce trees
and hem ocks she'd snelled earlier. Mst hung in the air, noistening her dry,
cracked skin. Despite the danger of the moonlight and the trolls she hadn't
yet seen, Wndy ventured right down to the pool and waded out into the
cave-cold water under the falls. It eased her aches and took the edge off her
torpor. She bent down out anong the slick, dark rocks and drank until she
didn't feel thirsty.

She noticed a sluggish silver flash deep in the water. Fish. She stepped
slowy over to where she saw them dangling her hand open-pal med with one
finger bent, flicking the pink-nailed tip slowy back and forth |like a hapl ess
Wwor m

A large, juicy trout swam al most within her reach, then zipped away. She
concentrated on the novenment of her finger, hardly daring to breathe as she
tried to tenpt the fish back again. It slid in for a second look, gliding into
reach of her palm when sonething splashed in the water beside her and scared
it off. She | ooked up and saw a group of trolls gathered in the neadow besi de
t he pond. Several had stones in their hands.

She waved to them and clinbed out of the water. She counted el even-four adult
femal es, and three adult nales, plus two little ones that made her snile

Anot her nmal e and fenal e appeared to be about twelve winters old, the same age



as Maggot. Ready to mate. The ol dest fenmale was Frosty, who' d been First of
the band for as long as Wndy coul d renenber. She al so recogni zed Bi g Thunder
and his son, Little Thunder. The young nal e was probably Little Thunder's boy,
Fart. Although they had started calling him Stinker the last tinme she and
Maggot visited. She didn't renmenber the girl's nane.

"Forgive ne for hunting in your pool," she said to Frosty, shouting above the
din of falling water. "I didn't see anyone."

"S'all right," she shouted back, |ooking over Wndy's shoul der into the woods.
"You still keep that aninmal around?"

There was no rancor in her voice, so Wndy tried to keep it out of her
response. "He's ny son."

"He was one ugly little nonster."

Wndy didn't hide the anger in her voice this time. "Not to ne."

Most of the others wandered off, turning over logs and rocks as they searched
for food. Frosty shrugged, scratched herself, and waddl ed down to the edge of
the pool. "Heard he's traveling by daylight now Can he really do that?"
"Yes."

The old troll nade a strange, noncommittal shape with her mouth. "Well, it's
good to see you anyway. Your smnell is welcone."

"I like the way you snell also,” Wndy replied, though it wasn't strictly true
-- Frosty had a nossy scent, and there was sonmething growing in the cracks of
her skin. Wndy wondered where the trollbirds were who plucked out such

thi ngs. "Were's the rest of your band?"

"This is all of us."

She woul dn't have believed it, except she'd seen other bands dw ndle just as
fast. "What happened to then®?"

"Accidents. Two mal es caught out in daylight. And then people, blackhairs, are
nmovi ng through the nmountai ns, heading east. They kill the game as they go, and
sometines kill us, though we chase them away. After they came through | ast
year, we caught the coughi ng sickness. Ten of us died. Are you |l ooking for a
husband?"

"No. "
"Because we have no unmarried males. But, ah, if you were willing to share a
husband .... "

Wndy didn't grab at that fish. "No, I'mnot interested."

"Ah, well. We have two children here now, that's nore than we've had in many
years. It may be getting better soon."

"I hope so --"

"If she's not here to mate," blurted another fenale |urking behind them
Little Thunder's sister, Rose, "then make her go away! There's not enough food
as it is."

Rose wanted to be First, that was obvious. Wndy stayed silent.

"I don't see her taking food out of your nouth," said Frosty.

Rose sl apped her hands on her chest in the mldest form of chall enge.

"She's not one of us. She doesn't belong here.™

"We'll take a vote then."

W ndy had becone accustoned to this ritual. It foll owed her and Maggot around
like a buzzard. She was smacking her lips in acceptance when a flat, famliar
drumm ng sound broke the rhythmof the falls. She turned and saw Maggot
striding out of the trees, standing straight despite all her efforts to get
himto stoop in a better posture. But her heart leapt up in joy at the sight
of him He was safe. That was all that mattered.

Rose | aughed out | oud at the sight of him "He is ugly," she said to Frosty.
"And a runt."

He was very small for his twelve winters, not even six feet tall, although
getting close to it. She hoped he wasn't fully grown, though she feared he

m ght be. Mst trolls reached their full height by his age. He was undersized
in other ways too, all viney nuscle with no belly on himat all, and | egs so
| ong and sl ender they | ooked deforned. His arns couldn't even reach the ground
when he bent over, not unless he crouched. H's skin was pale and snooth too,



so thin it broke at every quick abrasion. And his bristly black hair had grown
long and horribly shiny. It hung down his back with ragged ends where she'd
chewed it off.

But ugly?

Never. Not in her eyes.

Stinker, the young nmale, |oped over toward him bared his teeth, and pounded
his chest in warning rather than greeting. It must have been Stinker's spray
she snelled. Maggot didn't back down, and though the sound of his little fists
on his scrawny chest was as feeble in conparison as the teeth he also flashed
i n response, sonething about himmade Stinker stop

"Hey, Fart," Maggot said. "Good to smell you again."

"Hey." The troll's brow ridge rolled down. "You still stink like mlk."

Whi ch was an insult. Wndy hurried to her son's side, ready to intervene.
"These are our friends, Maggot."

He smiled, a broad and genui ne expression that contrasted sharply with the
pur pl e noons of sleepl essness puddl ed beneath his eyes. "Ch, good! |'ve been
trying to catch up with you. | have a surprise.”

And then wi thout another word of proper greeting, he sprinted back into the
forest. A rock flew through the air behind him-- hurled by Rose -- but it

fell well short. He returned a few nonents |ater dragging a buck deer, one of
the rare and furtive white-tails with six points on its antlers. It was |ashed
with lengths of vine to a pair of long poles. She didn't know where he'd

| earned such things. A troll never thought of new things Iike that.

The ot her menbers of the band came running. The animal was a couple nights old
and Maggot had obvi ously done much to conceal its scent from scavengers. It
snel l ed of nmud, and urine, and stinkweed, but underneath all those things, it
snel | ed wonderful .

"Carrion?" asked Little Thunder

"No," said Maggot, standing upright and staring eye to eye with the
confortably squatting male. She had the sudden realization that he stayed in
hi s aggressive posture all the time sinply to be as big as the nonaggressive
trolls. "I hunted it and killed it."

Littl e Thunder hooted in derision. "How? Wth your fearsone teeth?" He bared
his own and everyone | aughed.

Everyone except Wndy. And Maggot. He bent down and t ook sonething from beside
the deer. "Wth these teeth," he said, and showed off the sharpened sticks
he'd played with l[ately.

Littl e Thunder flashed his teeth again, rising up on his hind legs to his ful
ei ght feet of height, and then retreated. Sone of the others banged warni ngs
on their chests.

Peopl e used sharp sticks like that to hurt trolls, which was why trolls stole
them and hid them deep in caves where people would never find them

"These are our friends," Wndy repeated.

"Then let themeat," said Maggot. He smiled at her again.

Hunger won out over any |ecture she intended to give. She reached down to snap
of f the vines that bound the deer to the poles. In its side, she noticed the
br oken- of f point of one of Maggot's sticks. He had to get close to the horns
to do that, and she | ooked over him quickly for signs of new wounds. He'd
suffered a lot of injuries in his twelve years. But he appeared fine. The

other trolls still held back, although she could al nost hear their stomachs
runbl i ng.

"What will you eat?" she asked. They had | earned | ong ago that carrion made
Maggot ill. He had to eat meat fresh, soon after it was dead, or not eat it at
all. He had so many weaknesses, and struggled so hard to overcone them

"I"ve eaten,” was all he said. She doubted it. He'd never put on the weight he
needed or grown the way he shoul d. She opened her nmouth to say so, and saw him
smling at her, as if he knew exactly what was com ng next. "I killed a
striped-tail the same evening, and ate it nyself."

Aha, she thought. Trying sonething small first, then something bigger. Very
typical of him And not waiting |long before the second venture either. Also



typi cal .

The other trolls jostled for position, pushing the smaller ones back while
they waited for her to take first piece. Wndy chonped down on the rear flank
severing the hip joint with her massive jaw, ripping the flesh with her nails,
and pull ed away a whole |l eg. The others crowded in as soon as she stepped
away, jumping back only when the gas-swollen belly popped. The two children
licked those parts up off the ground, while every other part of the animal

di sappeared within nonments. Some of the trolls took nore than others while a
few had none at all, and those | ooked to steal any |oose scraps.

The neat tasted sweet. Wndy gobbled it up quickly, shoving noist chunks of it
into her nmassive cheeks.

Maggot circul ated anong the trolls. They curled their shoul ders against him
ready to run away. They didn't know, as she did, that he wouldn't steal their
food because he couldn't stomach it. Wen he cane close to Stinker, the trol
rose up and growl ed at him Maggot dodged behind hi mand scanpered away. She

t hought she'd seen one of the sharp sticks in his hand, but when she glinpsed
hi m agai n, the wooden tooth was gone.

A few seconds later, in between the sounds of neat being ripped off bones, she
heard a pop followed by a how of pain.

Stinker danced around and around, waving his arns and sl apping at his behind.
As he spun away from Wndy, she saw the stick poking out of his bottom Maggot
nmust have propped it under Stinker, where the slow constant pressure punctured
hi s thick skin.

She couldn't help herself. She started to | augh and so did nost of the others.
When Stinker dropped the other haunch -- that was the piece he ripped free --
to grab at the stick with both hands, Maggot rushed in. He scooped up the neat
and hurried away to the young female, who sat there with nothing to eat.

It was a courtship gift, all very proper. And, coning from Maggot, not proper
at all. Wndy's laughter died in her throat.

Frosty frowned in open disapproval. It was a glare so very |like Wndy's nother
it made her feel at home, even though her nother had died during the past

wi nter. The young femal e appeared stunned, but she nade the proper gargling
sound in response, grabbed the neat, and ran away to eat it.

Stinker hopped over to Frosty and asked her to renove the splinter. She did,
and as soon as it cane out, he grabbed some of the ribs fromher pile of bones
and scooted off. Soon bones crunched by thick teeth and the sucking out of
marrow were the only sound in the woods besides the waterfall

Wndy sniffed the air. The nmood was ni xed. The trolls were glad for the scraps
of meat, but Maggot nmade them nervous. He made her nervous too when he went
over and flirted with the girl.

He whi spered to her first, drew a laugh, and that wasn't so bad. Then they
rubbed faces together, and she bent over abruptly, presenting her sex to him
It was neither swollen nor properly red, and she continued to eat and | ook
around while she did it. Wndy suspected that the girl was only trying to nake
Stinker jealous. But Maggot sniffed at it, stood up, and waved his sex at her
face to show he was interested. When he rubbed up against her, the adults were
caught between horror and hunor. But since neither Maggot or the girl gave off
t he proper nusk, and since the girl was so nmuch |arger than he was, they
treated it |ike an unconfortable joke.

W ndy sighed niserably.

She' d al ways hoped that Maggot would find a nice girl to mate with and settle
down. She didn't care for grandchildren so nmuch, but his happiness mattered to
her. She knew that she and Ragweed were happy, even if it was only for a short
time. She wanted that for her son.

So Maggot's earnestness worried her. However much the other trolls considered
the pantom ne a joke, Wndy knew that he was serious about mating with the
girl. The girl noticed it too, at about the same nonment, because she squeal ed
and junmped away. When Maggot stood there confused, Stinker grow ed and
charged, shoving himto the ground.

"Westle him' shouted Little Thunder



The others in the little band took up the chant at once. "Westle, westle!"
Stinker's face winkled happily at the suggestion. He reared up on his hind

| egs, alnobst eight feet tall and over two hundred fifty pounds, battering his
chest with the danger-death warning. "I challenge you!"

Maggot sat on the ground. He | ooked at Wndy, his eyes cold and certain. There
were times when she wi shed he were not so conpletely fearless or that he would
not take risks if she refused them But what could she do?

She smacked her |ips: yes.

He stood up -- two feet and a hundred pounds shy of Stinker's size -pounding
death on his chest, using cupped hands instead of knuckles to make a shar per
cracki ng sound in place of the deep resonant bass.

The adults forned a rough circle around the edge of the glade. O, rather, a
hal f circle spread out behind Stinker. Wndy sat alone in the other half of
the circle. The girl hovered on the edge between the two, knuckl e-wal ki ng
toward Wndy then back again toward her band.

"You're a baby bird in a nest," Maggot said, snapping his fingers. "I'm going
to crush you like that!"

"You're a worm " screamed Stinker. "And |I'm going to squish you like a, uh
like a, like a worm ™

Maggot fell forward to stand on his hands, and waved his foot at Stinker's
face. "You're a snake in the grass -- I'mgoing to break your skinny little
snake- neck between mnmy toes."

Sone of the other trolls laughed at this. It was a good trick, sonething none
of themcould do. Besides, the insults were a big part of the fun of westling
and Maggot was good at them Telling a troll he had a neck was like telling a
twel ve- year-old he snmelled like mlKk.

Stinker was not so good at insults. He grabbed at Maggot's foot like a fish
going for a fingernail. Maggot flipped backward and | anded upright. Stinker
rushed him but Frosty thrust her |long arnms between them

"Are you done talking al ready?" she asked.

"Just let me at him" said Stinker

Frosty | ooked to Maggot, who bounced up and down a little nervously. He lifted
his chin. "Just have him bend over, so | can fart in his ear to see if he
knows his nane."

"Let me at him"

"Not until | say ready," she commanded. "Do you both agree to this ?"

They di d.

"Does anyone vote against it?" She | ooked at W ndy.

Wndy refused to rai se her hand. Sooner or later, Maggot had to | earn what was
going to happen to himif he picked fights with other nmales over a girl

"Let themwestle already,"” hollered Big Thunder

Frosty turned back to the boys. "There's to be no eye poking, or nose gougi ng,
and no killing, but everything else is fair. Do you both agree to that ?"
"What if | smash him by accident?" asked Stinker. "Wat if | fall on hinP
He'll squish like a berry.™

"What if | rip his head off," Maggot spat back. "What if | rip his head off
and drink his brains out of his skull? Not that he has any."

"No killing!" Frosty told Stinker. "You'll fight until | say stop." She

st epped back with her arm outstretched, dropped it suddenly, and cried, "Go!"
The first exchange happened quickly. Stinker charged with his arms upraised to
stri ke; Maggot dropped to the ground and kicked Stinker's ankles out from
under him As Stinker crashed into the dirt, Maggot attenpted to | eap past him
for the poles he carried the deer carcass in on -- going for his sharpened
sticks, Wndy realized-- but Stinker lurched to his feet and thrust his hand
out wildly. Maggot smacked into the giant forearm and fl opped on his back wth
a sharp cry of pain.

Stinker took a running leap high into the air so he could crush Maggot. W ndy
gasped al oud, but her son rolled out of the way and Stinker slammed hard into
t he ground. Maggot cane up with a handful of dirt and flung it into Stinker's
face.



When Maggot made anot her dash for his sticks, Little Thunder noved to
intercept him The delay allowed Stinker, howing and blind, to lurch after
Maggot's scent. His flailing hand caught her son's ankle and tripped him
Maggot fell down and Stinker fell on top

Her son's pale skin glistened in the bright nmoonlight as he wiggl ed

hal f-free. He and Stinker roiled over several tines in their struggle. The
lopsided little circle of hooting spectators noved with the pair as they
tunmbl ed down the slope to the side of the pool below the waterfall. Stinker
ended up on top, spit flying out of his mouth as he pounded his hands at her
twi sting, dodging son. Wndy's fingers kneaded her breast anxiously. Mggot
groped in the mud, then smashed his fist into Stinker's nose. She assumed he
had picked up a rock as a weapon, but he hadn't. |nstead, Maggot shoved a big
ball of mud up Stinker's nostrils, choking him As the troll curled away
gaggi ng, Maggot squirned free.

O alnmost free. Stinker grabbed Maggot's foot with one hand while the other
clawed at his clogged nose. Maggot whi pped around and she heard a snap
followed by a how of pain -- he broke Stinker's finger to break his grip.
"Run, " she whi spered, hoping he would hear her. "Run, run far away, run fast,
and I'Il come find you when it's safe.”

But he didn't run. He pounced on Stinker's back, slipping his armunder the
troll's and pressing his forearm down on the back of Stinker's neck. Wndy's
eyes went wide. This was a practical joke that Maggot played on her often
hol di ng her arm out of the way so he could tickle her

"Run," she pl eaded.

Then Maggot did the sane with his other arm sonething he'd never done to her
Stinker spun in a circle, unable to reach Maggot, who perched on his back Iike
a troll bird.

"Rip the maggot's head off!" screaned Little Thunder, and the other trolls
screamed with him slapping their hands on the ground. The uproar nmade W ndy
trenbl e.

"Bite him" cried Rose. "Bite himreally hard!"

"Fall on him" yelled Big Thunder

The | ast suggestion made the nost sense, and sonmeone had just suggested that
they vote on it when Stinker took the initiative into his own hands -- or
rather legs, as his hands fl apped usel essly over his head -- and fl opped
backward. W ndy plunged her fingers into the | oam and groped for bedrock to
root herself to. She wanted to run to Maggot's aid, but knew she could not.
Not yet. But as soon as the two hit the ground, she would rush in ....

They did not hit the ground.

Maggot had anticipated Stinker's nmove. As the troll fell back, Maggot kicked
his legs out and |l anded upright. Wth his feet planted firmy, he bent
Stinker's chin into his chest. Then, with a heart-wenching cry, he folded the
troll over double.

Stinker's skin turned a darker shade of gray. He couldn't breathe. The veins
stood out on Maggot's head, like ridges in the nmoonlight. Wndy held her
place. Al fell silent except for the rush of the waterfall as they watched
her son strain his long legs to snap Stinker in half and grind himinto the
dirt.

Surely, Wndy thought, |ooking at her son, his heart will burst. If his
didn't, hers would.

That's when the girl shrieked and rushed forward. She |eapt on Maggot's back
sl apping and clawing him "You beast! You, you aninmal!"

Maggot let go instantly and fled across the glade for one of the trees. He
dashed in anong the branches and clinbed above the height of the trolls. "Hey,
Fart," he taunted, between |oud, ragged breaths. "Your mama had to run and
save you!"

It was all the nore effective as an insult because Wndy sat there and did
not hi ng. The other trolls howed with laughter, even Little Thunder, as the
girl cradled a sul king, weary Stinker in her arns.

"Look at Mama Troll with her baby!"



"Better clean his nose, Mama, it's a ness!”

Wndy let go of the dirt, brushed it off her fingers, and rel axed. They'd
ridicule Stinker for years for losing a westling match to her boy.

Frosty lumbered over and sat down beside Wndy. Neither one said a word. Then
Frosty reached out and started groom ng her, picking off |oose scales of skin
and crawl i ng bugs. Wndy sighed in contentnent.

"That was good fun," said Frosty, crunching a big tick between her nol ars.
"Your son, he fights like a troll."

"He's a good troll," Wndy said.

Littl e Thunder overheard and grunted his approval. "He brought us sonme fresh
rotten neat. That was good. You and your son, you can cone visit our band any
time you want."

"Visit, but not stay," said Frosty firmy. "W can take a vote, and you and he
can argue otherwise, if you insist. But | won't support it."

Wndy didn't insist. She'd heard the sanme thing many tines before, fromthe
Sul phur Springs down south to Deep Hole Gorge in the east. "W're just glad
for your hospitality. Maybe | could cone to your den to sleep for the day and
tomorrow night | can tell you what |'ve seen in the seven bands."

"That snells good. And your son? Wiere will he spend the day?"

Even Frosty knew that it would not be safe for Maggot to stay there, not unti
Stinker got over his anger. "He can take care of himself," she said |oudly.
"He's a grown troll."

She gl anced over. Maggot smacked his |ips at her, and descended fromthe tree.
H s skin | ooked |ike dropped fruit in the nmoonlight, covered with dark bruises
and deep cuts. As he ran off into the woods, she worried | ess than she had
only two nights before. He'd proven that he could take care of hinself. She
was proud of him prouder than ever. So why did she feel so sad?

THE AIR QUTSI DE the cave bl ew wonderfully cold in the nercifully short
daylight. In the sumertine, cool air inside the cave refreshed her; now it
felt warm conpared to the winter w nd, alnost enough to nmake her fee
sluggi sh. Wndy longed to run out and roll in the snow to wake up, but the

| ast wings of daylight still feathered the cave's entrance.

Sone of the other trolls walked up fromthe deeper recesses of the caverns,
rubbing their eyes. "Is he back yet?"

W ndy opened her nouth and thrust out her tongue.

The trolls frowned, but not much. One of them chewed on a big-eared bat that
had fallen fromits perch high up in the cave. Sonmetines the trolls threw
stones at the bats to knock them down. Thousands hung upsi de down on the tal
ceilings of the caverns, night creatures like the trolls and hard to catch in
the sunmrer when they flitted around too fast for the eye to follow They
seened to sleep all winter long and were easy to capture. One in the nmouth
nmelted away to nothing |like snow. A whole pile of themdidn't add up to a
decent neal though it was something crunchy to snack on

W ndy sighed. Wnter was the best tine of year for a troll. It was easier for
her to stay active in the cold, and the nights were so long that there was
enough tinme to eat and play. Best of all, it was the season of neat: weaker

ani mal s succunbed to the harsh tenperatures and foundered in the deep drifts,

| eaving plenty of carrion for the trolls. She scratched the back of her neck
then her el bow. Scales of gray skin floated through the air |ike snow That
was the only problem-- their thick skin dried up and cane off in big flakes
that left the skin beneath pink and raw.

She thought of Maggot's thin skin, no longer so white, scorched brown by the
Sun, rubbed raw by the wind, with so little fat beneath it she wondered how he

stayed warmat all. In conparison, her own itchiness didn't seemlike such a
bi g probl em

The last trolls straggled up fromtheir day's sleep. There were no children in
this band -- the | ast had been killed by a cave bear during the summer -- and

none of the females were pregnant. Yet these seventeen individuals constituted
the | argest remaining band of trolls in all the eastern nmountains. Wndy knew
of nine at Bl ackwater Falls, and seven each in the bands at Deep River Gorge



and Sul phur Springs. There were sone farther north in the Black Rock country,
some said, or toward the Big Deep Water. The Piebald Muntain remant from way
down south had noved north a few winters before, |ooking for a place w thout
people. It was believed that there were nany far to the Wst in the nountains
beyond the sunset, but no one living had ever seen them

A shadow fell across the cave's entrance. As the trolls surged toward the

prom se of darkness, a thin, alnost skeletal figure entered.

One of the girls gasped. "Wat an ugly troll!"

"He's beautiful!" snapped Wndy. The girls dissolved in giggles, and she

reali zed she'd been had.

Maggot was still short, not quite six and a half feet tall, and painfully thin
at alittle over two hundred pounds, but he had grown as big as could be
expected. He was eighteen or nineteen winters old now -- Wndy had | ost count

of the years. His pale skin was covered with nore scars than she could count
or remenber. The new and fadi ng marks overl apped each other, fromthe nunerous
deep scratches left by the nails of other trolls to two | ong purple worns
across one thigh left by a big-toothed lion he'd killed. Some of them he'd
never explained to her, nor had she asked himto.

Ragweed snorted. He was the biggest male in the band, grown round-bellied with
age and presumably w se. He stood next to his current mate, a pretty young
girl naned diff, and glared balefully at Maggot. H's nose winkled and he
shoul dered his way forward.

Wndy sniffed and snell ed the same odor, of nmany people, but no one stood

t here except her son. "Maggot ?"

He stepped out of the light into the dark and she saw himclearly then. He
wore something on his feet, not just wapped ani mal skins but things shaped
fromthe forel egs of deer. They had the people scent on them as did the skin
across his shoul ders.

"Showi ng his true odors," said Ragweed, |ooking over to Wndy. "And this is
the troll -- | use the termloosely -- you want to be First?"

Bef ore she could answer, one of the younger trolls called out. "Got any ripe
meat, Maggot ?"

Her son inclined his head toward the cave entrance. "Part of a hunpback."

The other trolls | ooked expectantly to Wndy. She lifted her lips, like
someone with her nouth full, to say "go on," and they all shoved past her to
pour out of the cave.

"Where did you get those?" She indicated his new skins.

"I scavenged them how el se?" He handed her the old netal knife he' d used for
the past three years -- sonmething el se he'd scavenged. "I replaced this tooth
with a new one," he said, showing her the one in his other hand. "You take
it."

"Thank you," she said. Her fist enclosed the tooth.

"Keep this one with you," he said.

"This time | will." He'd given her such gifts before, but in truth it wasn't
as sharp or as effective as her own clawlike nails. And it was always hard to
renenmber where she left such things when she went outside. If she could hold
onto it through the night, she'd take it deep into the cavern when she went to
sl eep at dayrise. There she'd add it to the piles of simlar baubles the
trolls had accumul ated over tens of lifetimes, counted beyond nenory. She
gestured to his covering skins. "Wy tonight?"

He crinkled his nose, signifying uncertainty. "Because," he said. Then, "I was
cold. These were warm"

"But tonight you're supposed to chall enge Ragweed for First of the band!

You' ve worked so hard to make the others accept you as one of them This just
rem nds them of the differences."”

He ran his hands over her skin, as if picking for parasites. There weren't any
in this cold. She did the same for him They sat |like that a |l ong while,
touchi ng each ot her wi thout speaki ng another word.

"I amdifferent," he said finally. "If they accept nme, it'll be because of who
| really am"



She didn't know what to say to that, so she rose. "W should go. The vote will
be at midnight."

"I'"'mready."

"Aren't you thirsty? Don't you need to go down to the | ake inside the cavern
and get a drink?"

"No, I'mfine."

They stepped outside. A waning thorn of Mon pricked the horizon. Nothing
remai ned of the hunpback except the poles Maggot carried it in on and a few
stray bits of fur and bone. A new pole, with a pointed | eaf of netal on one
end |ike those stored in the deep caves, |ay propped agai nst the stone. Maggot

picked it up to carry with him A tranped-down trail |ed across the deep snow
to the vale, through several mles of forest filled with pine cones and acorns
for anyone willing to dig them up

"Let's cut over the hills to join the others,"” said Wndy. She'd eat sonething
| ater, when her stomach settled

"That snells good," said Maggot.

Fluffy flakes of snow swirled in the air. There was no trail to follow this
way. Wndy's broad flat feet buoyed her up across the deep drifts, and her

wi de hands hel ped support her weight. She noved al ong quickly on all fours.
She still expected Maggot, as thin and small as he was, to glide across the
surface, but his narrow feet continually broke through the crust of snow As
they crossed the naked ridge, Wndy heard wol ves how i ng.

Maggot | ooked over his shoulder. "I should ve brought ny snowfeet," he said.

W ndy paused for himto catch up. "Are they sonething el se you scavenged, wth
all the rest of this?"

He smiled at her. "l scavenged the first ones years ago. |'ve been hiding
these things fromyou, and the others, for years. Mstly caching themin the
trees, like carrion.”

She didn't know what to say except, "Good. That's smart."

The wol ves how ed again, nuch nearer. Wndy sniffed the air, but scented
not hi ng upwi nd. She hoped they were tinberwolves -- she'd never |learned to
tell one wolf's how from another. Dyrewol ves coul d be deadly.

Maggot smiled grimy. "The winter's been Iong and hard. Mich of the neat 1've
taken for you would' ve fallen to them"

W ndy glinpsed the pack gliding through the distant trees |ike w sps of
brown-gray fog. A canny old female I ed three, no, four males. Another
handf ul -plus-two trailed behind. Dyrewolves, just as she feared. A pack could
easily bring down a single troll or even a pair. It had happened to Bones and
her mate a few winters past.

The snow cracked, and Maggot sunk to his knees. Wndy went back to help pul
himfree.

"They're slow," he told her. "They tire quickly. You should run ahead and join
the others. You'll be safe.”

"I can't do that!"

He stopped in his tracks and turned toward the trees. "I can clinb, they
can't. Neither can you. Eventually they'll go away."

"I"ve al ways stood beside you."

He snorted, troll fashion. "Now s a good tine to change your habits."

Bef ore she could run or Maggot could bolt for the trees, the baying dyrewol ves
bounded across the snow. They al nbst appeared to be swi mm ng, the way they
paddl ed their paws to stay afloat on this cold white | ake.

She shoved her son toward the trees. "Run! Save yourself!"

Maggot | aughed and pl aced his back against hers, his knife in one hand, spear
inthe other. "It's always been the two of us against the world, huh, Mn®?"
Alittle smle shadowed her mouth. Before it faded away, the dyrewol ves cl osed
in, spreading out in a circle. She snelled uncertainty on them and hunger

but no fear, neither fromthem nor Maggot. The only fear she smelled was her
own.

The wol ves scented it too. Two of them dashed in and snapped at her, but

st opped short when she bared her own teeth and snarl ed back



She' d never been this close to a dyrewol f. Their bodi es were stocky, wth
short, powerful legs. They had thick ruffs around their necks, and fur
streaked gray, white, and brown. But it was their massive heads, all out of
proportion to the rest of their bodies, that nade her nmpst afraid. They had
shorter snouts than the tinmberwolves or wild dogs, with teeth like sharp
stones in their bone-crushing jaws, and wild intelligent eyes. They snelled
i ke death.

As the two wol ves stopped short of her, three others attacked Maggot. The old
femal e lunged at himfirst, but it was a feint. He swng his knife at her in
counter-feint, and when the old male made the real attack, Maggot thrust the
spear through its neck. Blood gushed out, turning the snow pink. Mggot

twi sted the spear and pulled it free to jab it at the third beast while the
wounded one yel ped and craw ed away.

The dyrewol ves withdrew a short distance. "Let's go,"'
way, toward the vale."

She smacked her lips in assent, and one of the nales dived in to fasten on her
arm "Aiieeel"

O hers leapt in at Maggot. She heard hi m shout as he drove them back, but al
she felt was pain as the dyrewolf's teeth sank right through her flesh. She
drove her fist down onto the soft snout. The wolf snarled, and its yell ow eyes
squeezed shut, but it didn't let go, so she pounded again and again as the
wol f shook its head dodgi ng the bl ows, and when that failed to free her arm
she thrust one of her long sharp fingers deep into a yellow eye. It popped
like a grape under her nail, squirting its warm juice across her hand, so she
thrust further into its brain. The dyrewol f shuddered and died but still it
didn't let go

She pried with her fingers until the dead animal's jaws cracked. She stopped
scream ng as she dropped it to the ground and sw vel ed around to answer the
next attack.

If any of the other wolves had charged in, they could have pulled her down and
killed her. She saw now that they hadn't only because Maggot had held them
away. His footprints formed a protective circle around her, and he stood

poi sed with his spear raised. Half a dozen animals bled fromcuts to their
necks and faces.

"Step away fromthe dead one slowy," said Maggot, his voice as sharp as his

Maggot said. "Down this

weapon.
She did exactly as he told her. They were scarcely out of arms reach when the
dyrewol ves surrounded their dead companion, l|icking at the bl oody snow and
bayi ng.

"Keep moving, faster now," Maggot said tersely. "If you pack snow on the wound
as you go, it'll help"

She noticed the bl ood pouring down her arm Sonething felt wong with the
bone. Nunmbness stiffened her fingertips. Wthout slow ng down, she scooped up
handful s of snow and packed it as Maggot told her, clamping her good hand down
tight on top of the wound. It eased the burning and staunched the bl eeding.
She found it difficult to walk on two feet, but she shuffled along until she
found and followed the deep trails in the snow made earlier by the other
trolls.

She'd never felt so close to her own death before. She trenmbled fromit, and
yet, as they left the dyrewol ves behind and clinbed the | ow rise between two
peaks to descend into the larger valley, it all seened unreal, something that
had al ready happened in the distant past. She was changed, but she did not
know how or why.

"Have you fought them before?" she asked her son. "Al one?"

Maggot snacked his |ips once. Yes, but it was a small neal, nothing.

Her son was covered by many scars. How had he been changed? She felt

fai nt-headed, apart from herself, as though she floated over the snow.

They entered the sacred glade with its circle nmarked out by thirteen boul ders.
The other trolls saw Wndy's wound and crowded around to hear how it happened.
Whil e she told them about the dyrewol ves, Maggot circul ated and spoke to Rocky



and her mate, and to Bl ossom and Scabpicker and all the other trolls whose
votes he hoped to w n.

"Let's start," shouted Ragweed.

"I'"'mready whenever you are," said Maggot. "You want to be First, so you
should go first."

Ragweed scow ed, unsure if he had just been insulted. Wndy sat down as he
trotted around inside the circle of stones, trying to inpress the other

trolls. He was still handsome, she reluctantly admtted to herself. H's gray
skin | ooked exceptionally rock-Iike against the white snow.
"Look!" shouted Maggot, breaking the spell. "He's running in circles! And

that's who you want for a | eader?"

Ragweed swerved, rushing at Maggot, rising up to his eight and a half feet of
hei ght and poundi ng his chest. Maggot straightened up as tall as he could
stand, stretched out his arms as if to pound on his chest. While Ragweed
paused for the chall enge, Maggot dropped w thout warning to four |egs and ran
around the circle. He didn't go nmore than a quarter of the way before he
stopped to scratch his ass. It was a perfect imtation of Ragwmeed and W ndy
wasn't the only one to burst out | aughing.

Ragweed | aughed along with them wuntil his brow drooped with bel at ed
recognition. "Hey!"

Maggot stood up straight again. "Are we here to vote or westle? | can't tel
by the way you're acting so far."

"That's enough," said Laurel, now the ol dest fenale of the band, and a forner
First. "Both of you have ideas for what we shoul d do about our problens.
Ragweed, maybe you should begin. Tell us why we should vote for you to be
First of the band."

W ndy shook her head, squeezing fresh snow on her armto ease the pain. Mggot
had i deas for the good of the band -- not Ragweed -- and he had tal ked about
themoften while Berry, the previous First, died of the yell ow water. Ragweed
opposed everything Maggot said, more out of habit than for any other reason
Sonehow t hey ended up as the two candidates for First.

Ragweed paced, then paused, then squatted and | ooked each troll in the eyes.
"You all know nme," he told them "I was born in this band and |I've lived here
all ny life anong you."

How conveniently he'd forgotten their six years of wandering, thought W ndy.
But he snelled earnest. He'd always had a charismatic fragrance.

"We've faced a | ot of problens," Ragweed continued. "Sone of you are as old as
me. You renenber back when we were little trollings there were fifty, sixty
trolls in this band. The nountains were ours. W found every bit of carrion
every calf and fawn that went unprotected. Vote for ne, and I'll bring those
days back. We'll make things like it used to be, when the caves were safe for
children and the |l and was ours to scavenge."

He paced again. "Now, if you don't want to vote for nme, you can vote for

Maggot. |1'd say that he's as ugly as a possum but that'd insult the possum™
Laughter to that. "The worst thing is that he's the size of a trolling, and he
still follows his nmother around |ike one, and she covers himup funny."

More |aughter at that.

Ragweed gl anced over as if expecting Maggot to attack himfor these insults,
but her son stayed notionless. What was wong with hin? He ought to be roaring
hi s di sagreenment. She swall owed a handful of snow to wet her parched throat.
"Vote for me," her former husband concluded, "because |'mthe real troll.
Thank you."

Three or four of his strongest supporters cheered madly, and pounded their
chests in challenges directed at Maggot.

Wndy sniffed worriedly. To her, Maggot snelled wonderful, unique. But to the
others he would snell foreign, not like hinself but |like a strange band of
peopl e because of the things he carried. Seemingly oblivious to this, Maggot
bounded over to one of the boulders and clinbed on it to nake hinself taller
"Vote not with your eyes, but with your bellies," he began and W ndy's spine
shivered like a reed. Maggot had trained his voice to make it deep and



resonant |ike Ragweed's. "Ask not who | ooks nore |like you, but who has done

nore for you. Ragweed is a handsome troll, and | adnit that | am skinny,
frail, and small. But you're not |looking for a mate, with the beauty of a
mate, but for your First, and | have been the first to serve you all. Wo

brings you nore nea --
He junped as a ball of dung sailed by the spot where he stood. diff and
Ragweed' s ot her supporters hooted and waved their bottoms at him Laure
sprinted over on her knuckles. "W'IlIl have none of that now"

"No nmuck-slinging!" shouted old Stunp, and it was taken up as a general cry.
One nore ball of dung was hurled half- heartedly, but no nore was needed to
ruin the rhythm of Maggot's speech. Wndy could cry. It would be a close vote
under the best circunstances, but now ....

Maggot pointed to her. "Ragweed says that | stand beside nmy mother and that is

true! I'll never deny it. Tonight as | cane to this place, dyrewolves attacked
my mother -- you see the teeth marks on her arms. But | stood by her to
protect her and I will also stand by all of yo --"

"Aw, he bit her armhinself," cried Ragweed.

Maggot turned and bared his teeth at him then nocked his own small nouth.
They' d seen her wound, so a few trolls |aughed. But inside, Wndy cringed. Her
son's uni npressive mouth would I ose himvotes. Trolls voted for big teeth. He
was enphasizing all the wong things!

But Maggot continued. "Ragweed says he's going to give you nore food, nore
fruit. How? People conme into the high valleys, eating everything and
destroying the caves where we sleep. |'ve wal ked across these nountains, from
the head up north to the southern tail and |I've seen whol e bands vanish in the
space of a few years. Wo |ast heard word fromthe Blue Peaks band? O the
Sinking R ver band? If we don't want to di sappear |ike the others, wthout a
trace, we need a plan."

The trolls | ooked around, |ike soneone seeking better tasting food.

Wndy shifted fretfully. It was the truth! Muggot told the truth, but the
trolls didn't want to hear it. He was |osing them

"What is Ragweed's plan?" Maggot asked. "He prom ses you that everything will
be like it was. If he promised to grab the Sun in his fist and nove it
backward across the sky, would you believe hin"

He'd | ost them Wndy groaned al oud, and when the others | ooked at the noise
she grimaced and held her injured arm But you couldn't mention the Sun before
an election, you just couldn't! She thought her son was smarter than that.

"If you elect me First, I will not |ead you back but forward. | will take us
and join up with the remaining trolls at the Bl ackwater and the Sul phur
Springs. Together, we can nake one |arge band again and there will be mates
for everyone and children will be born. | will teach you to nake weapons, to
hunt down the food we all nust have. And | will I ead you agai nst the people
who trespass --"

"Can we vote now?" asked one of the trolls. Qthers took up the call
Truthfully, thought Wndy, nmost had probably made up their m nds beforehand.
Laurel called for the vote. Hope soared in Wndy's breast when she counted the
hands. Ragweed only got seven votes. Then Laurel called Maggot's nanme and four

arms went up -- hers, Rocky's and her mate Skeeter's, and Stunp's. The vast
majority of trolls had lost interest |ong before and when the vote was call ed
t hey wandered away to roll in the snowor digin it for things to eat. Maggot

saw t he nunmber of hands up and didn't even vote for hinself. |Instead he junped
up on one of the boulders, drumrming the death tattoo on his chest.

No one paid himany attention

Laurel decl ared Ragweed the wi nner. Three or four of his supporters hollered
and cheered. diff danced wildly around the circle. Wndy rose and went over
to thank Rocky and Skeeter.

"If anyone could think past tonmorrow s darkness,"” Rocky said, "they'd know

t hat everything Maggot says is true."

Her husband was the |ast known survivor of Blue Peaks band. He shaped his lips
in agreenent. "I'd say we should go el sewhere, but this is still the best band



and our best hope."
"These are hard years," Wndy told him "But daylight is always followed again
by darkness. Things will get better."

Stunp came over, and started to groom her. "How s the arn®"

"It hurts.”

"We'l|l take care of you," he runbled. "Your son's a fine troll."

"I'"mvery proud of him"

He exuded a sprit of muskiness, testing the air to see if she'd respond. H's

i nterest surprised her. He exam ned her arm The worst bl eeding had stopped
but the nunbness reached way down into the bone. "Yep," he told her. "Wl
have to keep you fed, take good care of that."

"I't"ll be fine." She pulled her armback and hid it behind her. She nusked a
bit into the air as well. Not because she was really interested -because she
wasn't, she was too old for that foolishness and had spent too many years
alone with her son. But she didn't want Stunp to feel bad. Wen he started
groom ng her again, Rocky giggled and Skeeter shushed her. Feeling
enbarrassed, Wndy | ooked around hel pl essly for Maggot and saw Ragweed's
supporters chasing hi maway.

"You weren't baiting himagain?" she asked when Maggot canme and squatted down
with them

"I wanted to wi sh himgood luck," said Maggot. "But he doesn't want it.

Rocky sensed his agitation and picked considerately through his hair. "In the
spring," she said, "people will see how bad their decision was. We'll have
anot her vote."

"Perhaps," said Maggot. Hs face was wistful, sad. He wore a smile that was

Il ess his than the skins that covered him "Listen, | didn't say anything
earlier because | was saving it for the feast when | won. If | won. But it's
better this way, because there's nore for the four of you."

Skeeter licked his lips. "What is it? Another hunpback?"

"Peopl e," said Maggot plainly. "A small group crossing fromthe southern pass.
I don't know if they got lost, or what, but the blizzard trapped them nade it
hard for themto nove. | buried the bodies under their stuff and pissed al
over it."

Stunmp grinned fromear to ear. "Were are they? Let's go!"

"Foll ow the wi nd, down the rocky river, where it passes between the high
rocks. There's a gl ade of chestnut trees there." He smled at Stunmp. "If you
can't find the neat, you can always eat the chestnuts."

"There's a deep rock | edge down there, along the river," Rocky added

ent husi astically. "W can spend the day sl eeping there and eat again tonorrow
ni ght."

The other three stood up and left at once. Wndy rose al so and bl ack dots swam
suddenly before her eyes. Wen they cleared, she noticed Maggot sitting still.
"Cone on," she said.

He stuck out his tongue. "Wuld you ever eat the flesh of another troll?"
"No!" Somet hing was wong with him to nake himso stupid. Trolls buried their
dead away fromlight, so that they could pass through the hot day of death and
enter again into the long sweet night of life.

Maggot came over and sat beside her. "So will | never eat people flesh." He
paused, picked at her skin one nore time. "I'm people, Mther. I'mnot a
troll.’

"You're a good troll!"

"I"ve tried hard. You saw that tonight. I'ma better troll than Ragweed in
every respect but one. I'mnot a troll."

Sharp pain shot all the way up her arminto her chest. "Wat will you do?"

"Go down to the western valley where I was born. |'ve studied people for years

now as they passed through the nountains. Maybe | can learn to be |ike them
Maybe find a band that | can join."

Ah, so that's it, she thought. Maybe it's for the best. She took his hand in
hers, and wal ked up out of the stone circle. "We'll go downstreamw th the
others,"” she told him "W' Il sleep overday under the rock | edge and tonorrow



we' |l continue on our way.'

He tried to pull his hand free; she gripped it as tight as an old root wound
round a rock.

" Nbr@"

"Yes."

" Nbr@"

"Yes."

"Mom this is something | have to do alone. You need to stay here. This is
where you bel ong."’

Stunp reappeared on the edge of the hill. He spritzed an odor of worry for
her. He was very kind. \When he saw she was all right, he gave off another
nusk.

Maggot had never once given off the proper nusk, had never once said that he
| oved her. And yet she knew that he did, that he al ways woul d.

"Go with them Mom" he said softly. "I'Il be fine."

He pull ed his hand again, very gently. And she did the hardest thing she had
ever done in her life.

She let go.



